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It goes without saying that the modern world is awash in data. And, 
year by year, the quantity is increasing at an astonishing pace.

But not only is the amount of data on the rise. The kind of data is  
changing as well. 

Thanks to digital technologies, there now exist entire categories  
of data that were unimaginable even a decade ago. 

This presents the market research industry with enormous  
opportunities, along with serious challenges. 

Consumers can now, in theory at least, be understood on the most  
granular of levels. Personalized products and messaging can be  
developed to meet the most specific needs and wants. Moreover,  
the accumulation and organization of data can be performed by  
intelligent machines that uncover relationships and patterns that  
would be hidden from unaided human analysis. 

But the explosion of data can also a create a Tower of Babel, in  
which there is so much information available and so many ways  
to parse it, that one is left flailing about in a sea of data and  
analyses that is more confounding than illuminating.

Added to that, the superhuman speed, power and reach of  
data-gathering and organizing  technologies – at increasingly  
lower costs – calls into question the role of the human market  
researcher. The actual mechanics of market research, which  
had been essential to the industry’s reason for being, are 
increasingly being supplanted by machines. 

Thankfully, the very confusion spawned by the digital revolution  
provides our industry with the chance to reinvent itself, assuming  
a function that may be even more critical to marketers than it  
was in the analog past. 

And that role is the discovery and articulation of meaning. 

Better said: turning data into meaning.
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Intelligibility: Something is meaningful if we can understand it; meaningless if  
we can’t. A huge data set, for example, only has meaning if we can interpret it. And  
the interpretation needs to be coherent in order to be shared and understood by  
all stakeholders.  

Relevance: A statement may be easily understood but irrelevant to whatever  
objective is set for the research. Data may show, for example, that consumers like  
vanilla more than chocolate, but if you’re trying to isolate key usage drivers for a  
new video editing software, that easily intelligible insight is effectively meaningless. 

WE DISCOVER AND COMMUNICATE  
MEANING THROUGH STORIES

1
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WHAT DO WE MEAN BY MEANING?

To introduce a concept like meaning is to run the risk of falling down a rabbit hole of opaque  
and endless philosophical investigation. Suffice it to say, let’s assume that each of us has an  
intuitive understanding of the term. We regularly use phrases like “that was meaningful” and  
“I don’t know what you mean,” without hesitation. 

Nonetheless, we can delineate two attributes of meaning that are relevant to its place in  
market research.
 

In short, meaning is an interpretation that  
can be communicated simply and acted upon effectively. 

The process by which we turn data into meaning is the creation of stories. From time  
immemorial it is through storytelling that human beings make sense of the world and  
give it meaning. 

It’s important to understand at the outset that storytelling is both a methodology and its  
result. A coherent, actionable story is the goal of data analysis, and the way to reach it is  
with the proper deployment of storytelling concepts and techniques. 

It’s also key to explore what we actually mean by a “story,” a word used throughout marketing 
literature, yet taken for granted as to what it actually signifies.



Broadly speaking, a story is a kind of filter, or abstraction from a data set. We may abstract  
the story of the constellations in the night sky, for example, by employing an aesthetic filter 
that’s concerned with the brightness of the stars and the shapes they create. Or we may use  
a mathematical filter to tell a different story from the same data, that of the Big Bang. 

In either case, we’re choosing a filter  
or lens or frame to privilege certain data  
over other data. This is not to say that 
the data not included within the filter is  
irrelevant in an absolute sense. It is simply  
not germane to the story we want to tell.

Importantly, in market research the filters  
we employ are neither random nor imposed  
from the outside. Rather, they emerge from  
the data itself, in the sense of a pattern  
within the information, or a predominance  
of evidence, or even an anomaly.  

The universe provides us with a near-infinite amount of data. In its raw state, this data 
is unintelligible, what we would call meaningless.

For one, it is simply too much for any human to comprehend. No surprise then, as  
neuroscience has discovered, that one of the primary functions of the human brain  
is to filter out the vast majority of data coming in at us at any one time. 

Second, data needs to be properly organized for it to provide meaning. In a famous 1944  
experiment at Smith College, psychologists Marianne Semmel and Fritz Heider discovered that 
humans are hard-wired to organize, or at least attempt to organize, everything into something; 
even random data sets into some coherent, meaningful narrative.

What stories do is prioritize and then limit the amount  
of data to be attended to at any one time, and to organize  
it in a way that conforms to how we’ve naturally evolved  

to absorb information.
 
One could say that storytelling is the cultural analog to the biological processes that  
enable us to survive; comprehending the world and acting effectively within it. 
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WHAT DO WE MEAN BY A STORY?

HOW DO STORIES CREATE MEANING?
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This is an accurate, yet narrow, interpretation of the term  
and only partially useful for our work as market researchers.

“Story,” in fact, has a broader meaning. Practitioners in fields  
we wouldn’t normally associate with storytelling use the term  
to describe the aim of their work. Photographers, graphic  
designers, scientists, potters, lawyers, carpenters, composers,  
and even chefs claim that they are trying to tell a story in  
their creations. 

Even more expansively, a story can be seen as any coherent  
system of rules, procedures or shared understanding  
adopted by human communities. In his groundbreaking  
work, “Sapiens,” historian Noah Yuval claims that law,  
money, language – just about every collectively-employed  
human innovation – is a story. 

The key takeaway is that a story, whether we think of it  
narrowly as in a fairy tale, or broadly as in a body of law  
or an economic system like capitalism, is coherent. It is  
held together by a Unifying Idea.

When we think of a story, we usually imagine a book we’ve read or a movie we’ve seen. There’s a  
beginning, a middle and an end. A central character we root for. A happy ending. For the most  
part, we conceive of stories as built from words, or words and pictures.
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STORIES COME IN ALL SHAPES AND SIZES
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Along with the Unifying Idea, researchers need to properly structure their stories to engage their 
audience and deliver both a meaningful and memorable message. 

By structure we mean a series of formal choices: the medium in which the story is told, its length, 
sections, the use of imagery or lack thereof, graphic decisions like the color scheme  and font 
choices, the pace of the story and, most important of all, the selection of data points that most 
strongly support your Unifying Idea. 

In fact, all of your structural choices are informed by the degree to which they support your  
central assertion. 

And, like the Unifying Idea, structure helps your story hang together, but also gives it a sense of 
direction, momentum and resolution.

A market research story, as with any  
effective story, is built on a Unifying Idea.

The Unifying Idea is what makes the story  
intelligible and, ultimately, meaningful.  
It’s what the story is about. 

For our purposes as market researchers, the  
Unifying Idea is an assertion of some kind,  
something that can be argued for or against.

For example, “Insights About Millennials”  
is not a story idea, whereas “Millennials  
are nostalgic for a world they’ve never  
experienced” is a story idea.

A MEANINGFUL STORY IS BUILT ON A UNIFYING IDEA

A MEANINGFUL STORY HAS A STRUCTURE  
SUPPORTING THE IDEA
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MOVING FROM INSIGHTS TO A MEANINGFUL  
STORY: TWO CASE STUDIES

STORYTELLING AND PARADIGM SHIFTS

The Situation: RTi conducted a quantitative study to uncover trends among luxury  
travelers. The prevailing paradigm claimed that today’s luxury travelers were  
interested in a less materialistic and more experiential travel adventure. And the  
kind of experiences they sought were “authentic,” meaning they wanted to interact  
with cultures unlike their own, people they perceived as more genuine and less  
corrupted by modern life. 

In certain respects, the data supported the paradigm. Luxury travelers were, indeed,  
less interested in the material trappings of luxury. They sought simple rather than  
gaudy surroundings. And shopping wasn’t high on their list of wants. 

But there was an anomaly in the data. The survey participants also claimed to be less 
interested in “authentic experiences” as defined by conventional wisdom. 

What we discovered was that, rather than using luxury travel as a way to experience  
external “authenticity”, luxury travel was now meant as a means to reinvigorate their  
relationships with their friends, their families, and most importantly, themselves.  
Luxury was about turning inward, escaping the pressures of contemporary life, rather 
than moving outward, exploring foreign places and cultures. 

The Unifying Idea: Luxury travel used to be about going someplace. Now it’s about  
getting away.

The Structure: “Hamburger,” also known as “sandwich” structure. This is a 3-part  
storytelling device many of us learned in high school: say what you’re going to say;  
say it; say what you said. It is extremely useful in storytelling situations like the one  
we faced, in that it allows you to list a group of support points within your central  
assertion, which you then repeat at the end. 

The final presentation consisted of a deck along with a short video story.  
You can see the video at rtiresearch.com/rainbow. 

http://rtiresearch.com/rainbow
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STORYTELLING AND THE MARKETING IMAGINATION

The Situation: RTi conducted an A&U study to help discover messaging and  
positioning opportunities for a struggling food brand.

Interestingly the data showed that, in terms of likability, this brand was at near  
parity with its competitors, even the market leader. Moreover, it was at parity with  
respect to the dominant usage influencers, all of which revolved around the idea  
of being “natural.” 

So what did this mean for our client? Was it simply an issue of throwing more  
advertising dollars at a “me-too” brand? Or was there any substantive message  
and position that could distinguish our brand from those with whom it was, for  
all intents and purposes, viewed as equivalent?

To help solve this, we looked at publicly-available data outside the confines of our  
study and turned on our marketing imaginations. What we uncovered was that no  
one in the market was owning “all-natural,” even though “naturalness” is what drove 
consumer usage in the category. 

And we expanded on the idea of “natural,” showing how it could be applied to  
friendships, relationships and community, which studies had shown were important  
to Millennials, who comprised nearly half of the market. Elaborating on “natural”  
in this way also had the advantage of distinguishing the brand from its more stolid,  
middle-aged competitors.
 
All of that led to the following:

The Unifying Idea: By owning “all-natural”, and expanding the definition of natural  
beyond the confines of the product, you have a big opportunity.

The Structure: A variation on 3-Act structure in which an abbreviated Act I establishes 
the problem. Act II introduces a “plot twist” claiming that things are actually better than 
they appear and develops the opportunity that can be leveraged. Then Act III provides a 
brief summation to wrap things up. 

Again, the final presentation consisted of a deck along with the video story.  
Click here to see the video at rtiresearch.com/happy. 
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STORYTELLING, MEANING AND  
LEVELS OF ABSTRACTION

A simple way to view storytelling and its place in market  
research is to see it as a higher level of abstraction than  
what we’ve traditionally been asked to deliver. 

At the lowest level is the raw data generated from a study.  
We could deliver this, and this alone, to our clients, but it  
would be less than meaningful. The data might be true, it  
might be flawlessly accurate, but in its raw form it would be  
nearly impossible to comprehend or act upon, and therefore  
of limited value, or no value at all. 

More useful than raw data is what our industry has traditionally 
called “insights.” Insights are abstractions from the data. We  
might present a report highlighting a certain number of these  
insights and consider our work done. And in many cases, it is. 

Yet there’s an even higher order of abstraction, in which the  
insights themselves are integrated into a central assertion, the  
Unifying Idea, and then structured in a coherent and meaningful 
way that we call a market research story. 

Granted, at this level of abstraction, a certain degree of nuance 
may be forsaken, and it is for this reason that a market research  
story should always be accompanied by a robust deck providing 
the lower levels of insights and data. 

But what is gained is simplicity, intelligibility and the chance  
for your study to lead to the kind of action that moves  
businesses forward. 
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WHY MEANING IS MORE VALUABLE THAN INSIGHTS

At the end of the day, marketers need to make decisions. They need to act. 

A list of insights can move them in the right direction, but it’s often not enough and might, at  
times, even confuse the issue. Each of the insights may be true on its own but, together, they  
might be contradictory, or address different categories of questions, or simply not be relevant  
to the business decisions that CMOs and others need to make right now. 

In today’s business environment, insights are a necessary but insufficient deliverable. 

Where we provide meaning, we provide research studies that are more valuable. They simplify,  
they filter, they focus, and in doing so help to answer that all-important question executives pose 
when presented with research findings: “So What, Now What?” 

As we stated up top, the enormous amount of data now at our disposal creates the problem  
of uncovering a meaningful “signal in the noise” that can be communicated simply within  
marketing organizations and acted upon effectively. 

Along with that, the ease with which data can now be accumulated and organized by intelligent 
machines calls into question the very business model that has sustained a good part of the  
market research industry for decades.

This does, however, present us with an opportunity. There’s a real and growing need for  
meaning via coherent, data-based storytelling. C-Suite executives are questioning the return  
on investment in Insights. CMOs are clamoring for help in turning all these numbers into  
something that makes sense and can be used in real-world marketing efforts. 

Market researchers, those who are closest to the data, closest to the starting point of defining what 
questions should be asked and what objectives they can help answer, are in the perfect position to 
play a more consultative and influential role in the marketing ecosystem. 

The times have indeed changed. 

And for market researchers, the story’s just begun. 

THE FUTURE IS IN MEANING
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